education is even more critical for Black Church Studies programs because of the significant emphasis that is placed on music, or singing, in the Black church.
Wyatt Tee Walker writes, "If you listen to what Black people are singing religiously, it will provide a clue as to what is happening to them sociologically," 2 and James H. Cone asserts, "Black worship is connected with Black life, and it is characterized by a religious sense inseparable from the suffering that determined it." Cone continues, "To understand the interplay of the past, present, and future as these are expressed in black worship, it is necessary to examine first the historical context that created its unique style and the theological content that defined its meaning."
3 Both Walker and Cone make it clear that the music and worship of the Black community cannot be properly analyzed or understood apart from the people who sing it and the context that produced it. Hence, in addition to studying music for form, rhythm and meter, and studying worship for liturgical elements, appointments and parameters, the study of music and worship should incorporate the studies of sociology, history, and theology in order to more fully, authentically, and comprehensively understand music and worship's meaning and significance. Walker and Cone provide compelling support for the position that the interdisciplinary study of the music and worship of the Black church become a required course of study in theological institutions.
A comprehensive overview of the development of Black Gospel music in America is essential to understanding the historical and theological development of the Black church in the twentieth century. In his extensive essay, "I am the Holy Dope Dealer: Problems with Today's Gospel Music," which compares traditional spirituals with contemporary gospel music, Obery Hendricks concludes that in comparing the importance of "collective root experience" 4 of composers of Black sacred music with today's Gospel music composers, there is a disconnect. Hendricks writes:
Despite the empowering nature of Black sacred music of the past, in the dominant mode of Black religious music today-which is contemporary Gospel music-the prophetic voice, this resistance voice, this biblical logic of justice, is all but stilled. Gospel music is heard everywhere today; yet unlike the spirituals, it does not press out suits of freedom; it does not call, like the spirituals did, for "Moses, way down in Egypt land, [to] tell ole Pharaoh to let my people go." 5 As Hendricks asserts, a significant amount of contemporary gospel music is ungrounded. That is, it does not have its foundation in the Bible's mandate to serve the least of these and to liberate. To be sure, all gospel music need not articulate the same message; some attention and expression should certainly be given to national and international concerns and conditions. One of the greatest problems with contemporary music is that it is "temporary." It is here today and gone tomorrow. "The pathetic aspect is that the music, often enjoyed by worshippers, offers little by way of Christian education or kingdom building, and the effect lasts only a few minutes after its 'embers' fade away," said Wendell P. Whalum. He continued:
As I see it, the clergy and musicians are both to blame for what has occurred, and logically, it is their responsibility to correct it.
[Some] of the blame, too, will inevitably point to many of us who, in addition to being practicing church musicians, also have, little by little, abdicated our responsibility of instructing those who have not had good training but who, for various reasons, assume the task. We are, therefore, guilty of standing by through the years watching music in the Black church, to a large degree, deteriorate and, to some extent, decay. 6 The infiltration of contemporary gospel music in many of today's worship services severely encroaches on the spirituals' place of historic, theological, and cultural honor in the corporate liturgical life of the Black church. Not only are the spirituals at risk of being cast off, but also are our hymns. In a lecture given at the Hampton University Ministers' Conference and Choir Directors' Organists' Guild Workshop several years ago, J. Wendell Mapson, Jr. declared:
